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Information for Contributors
Aims and Scope
The International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching (ISSN 2334-1866,
online) is an international peer reviewed open access journal that publishes quality empirical,
practical, review, and theoretical papers covering a broad range of issues in English language
teaching and research. IJC&ELT is thus an interdisciplinary forum, publishing both original
research and teaching articles, as well as stimulating reflections and reviews of interest to
Christians and others in TESOL. It aims to provide an international forum for established and
emerging teachers, researchers, and others committed to ELT from a Christian point of view.
Audience
The International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching is primarily intended
for use in the academic community, especially for members of the Christian English Language
Educators Association (CELEA, see http://www.celea.net/), its sponsor. Yet IJC&ELT’s
interdisciplinary nature also makes it accessible and of interest to educators of various types
(including teacher trainers and those working with English language learners), curriculum
developers and materials writers, Christian organizations concerned about language issues, and
other interested practitioners, researchers, and theorists. Accordingly, the IJC&ELT is indexed in
the Christian Periodicals Index (http://cpi.acl.org/cpititles.html).
Focus and Format
With the above audience and policies below in mind, the focus of the International Journal of
Christianity and English Language Teaching is primarily on, though not restricted to, the
following areas of inquiry, practice, and thinking in English language teaching:
• applied linguistics and language and culture learning and teaching
• classroom and other best practices in TESOL
• design and development of EFL/EIL/ELL/ESL/ESP curricula and materials
• ELT skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and methodologies
• innovations in teaching and learning English as a second/foreign language
• TESOL teacher education, research, and training
• theory and practice in second/foreign language learning and teaching
As an international publication whose primary audience is Christian English language educators
and other interested parties, all contributions should approach the focus or topic at hand
recognizing a Christian point of view, though readers realize that this may be more detailed or
obvious in some cases and yet may appear less so in other instances. Submissions may be drawn
from relevant presentations (CELT or other conferences, for example) or reflect classroom
practices, research, or reviews of potential interest to IJC&ELT readers.
The journal includes four distinct sections:
Articles – reports of empirical studies, review papers or meta-analyses, theoretical
position papers, etc. These should not exceed 7,000 words, including references.
In the Classroom – descriptions of teaching activities or techniques, classroom action
research, etc., within a relevant theoretical framework, not to exceed 4,000 words.
Forum – position papers or reactions to articles or reviews, opinion or viewpoint articles,
or reports, interviews, or commentary on current topics of interest. These submissions
should also not exceed 4,000 words, including references.
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Reviews – evaluative book, materials, and software reviews relevant to IJC&ELT readers.
These will not usually exceed 1,500 words, including references.
Policies
In order to reach the widest readership possible, the International Journal of Christianity and
English Language Teaching is published online through the IJC&ELT website
(https://digitalcommons.biola.edu/ijc-elt/), where editorials, articles, reviews, and other relevant
communications are freely downloadable in the form of PDF files. CELEA members, libraries,
or other readers may print out the complete issue file for themselves. If there is interest and
demand, in the future we may offer hard copy issues through a print-on-demand publisher.
Given that the focus is English language teaching, the language of the journal is English. Initially
the frequency of issues will be one per year, with the hope that this may increase, assuming a
sufficient quantity of quality contents that pass blind peer review. Preference will be given to
articles and reviews that make clear, helpful, and fresh contributions to the field of ELT within a
Christian perspective, broadly conceived. Articles, advertisements, and reviews do not
necessarily represent the opinions or views of the editors, editorial review board, or CELEA.
Submissions may be made by readers around the world. Accepted papers and reviews will be
approved by the editors and at least two additional readers, as appropriate for the IJC&ELT
based on their contributions, originality, and relevance.
Articles and reviews shall conform to the Publication Manual of the American Psychological
Association (APA style, 7th ed.). Authors who publish in the IJC&ELT retain copyright of their
work, enabling the unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction of their article or review in
any medium, provided that they formally cite the original publication in the International
Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching.
Manuscripts must not have been previously published or currently submitted for review at
another journal. Authors should inform the editors if related research or a similar version of their
manuscript has been published or is under consideration elsewhere. Authors will not be paid for
articles or reviews; neither will they be charged publication fees. Authors, like readers, may
freely download and print as many copies of their work in IJC&ELT as desired.
Submissions
Contributions should be in the form of Word documents submitted as attached files at
IJCELT.Editors@gmail.com. Manuscripts which do not conform to the guidelines in the
Publications Manual of the American Psychological Association (7th edition, 2020) may not be
sent for external review. The IJC&ELT welcomes articles from both native- and non-native
English speakers, yet requests that ideas in submissions be expressed clearly for a broad,
international audience. Authors are responsible for fluent language use, as well as for the
accuracy of any data, references, or citations they incorporate into their work. Obtaining
permission to incorporate any previously copyrighted material is the author’s responsibility. The
editors reserve the right to make minor editing changes without prior consultation with authors.
Major editing or revisions, however, will only be done in consultation with authors.
Please see IJC&ELT’s website, https://digitalcommons.biola.edu/ijc-elt/, for the latest
information about the journal. We value your contributions, prayers, and readership.
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Editorial: TESOL in the Time of COVID-19
Bradley Baurain
Asymptomatic
Coronavirus
Essential services
Flatten the curve
Pandemic
Risk factor
Social distancing

Contact tracing
Curbside
Face mask
Herd immunity
Personal protective equipment/gear (PPE/PPG)
Self-quarantine
Zoom

As is no doubt true for many of you, this is my current vocabulary bank. In the last five
months, I have used these words or phrases in different ways and exponentially more times than
in my previous life.
TESOL in the time of COVID-19 has been different. I finished the spring semester
teaching not in a classroom, but on a computer. My students’ smiling faces remained in front of
me, but in a Brady Bunch grid onscreen. My commute vanished as I worked from home. So did
my personal space, as my four children attended school from home and my wife worked from
home as well. Suddenly there seemed to be no boundaries to my office hours, and almost no
flesh-and-blood people to interact with outside my family. At first, these changes were a fun
experiment. That gave way to bemusement, amusement, boredom, puzzlement, and frustration,
sometimes all in the same day. I attended technological help sessions just to see other people I
knew.
Yet TESOL in the time of COVID-19 has also highlighted for me what has not changed.
My job looks and feels different, but it’s still focused on the faith-engaged work of teaching and
learning and language. My students are not tiny boxes on a screen, but remain people created in
God’s image and loved by Him. We carried on. They completed and turned in assignments. I
graded them. Even our institution’s committee meetings marched on relentlessly. In the midst of
circumstances we could not control, we were reminded that control is an illusion. Only our
sovereign God rules, though we often act as if it is or should be ourselves at the wheel. “Normal”
is being redefined as I write, but daily faithfulness is still what matters most.
In This Issue
Volume 7 of this International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching is
proof that the show has indeed gone on. Here you will find two main articles. First, David
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Catterick has written on “Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-Cultural Engagement.”
This piece reflects one of his long-term professional interests—the interrelationships among
human cultures and biblical or Kingdom culture. As we know, we are in but not of the world
(John 17:14-18) and our ultimate citizenship is in heaven (Philippians 3:20), but how do these
truths affect our work as language teachers? How might “Kingdom culture” transform the
language-culture nexus, especially as we interact with learners? Catterick fruitfully considers
these questions and more.
Second, Michael Lessard-Clouston has contributed an article entitled, “Using
Appreciative Inquiry for a Positive Approach to English Language Teaching and Teacher
Education.” I first enjoyed his work on “appreciative inquiry” when he presented this topic at the
2018 Christian English Language Teachers (CELT) Conference in Chicago. I couldn’t be more
pleased that he’s written it up for a wider audience! I believe you’ll find this framework and the
accompanying case studies quite helpful in your own pursuit of edifying and encouraging
language (Ephesians 4:29), especially teacher language.
In addition to these two excellent articles, there are two books reviewed in this issue:
• Exploring Doctrine: A Theological English Curriculum, by Will Bankston and Cheri Pierson.
• On Christian Teaching: Practicing Faith in the Classroom, by David I. Smith.
In addition, in a brief companion essay one of my graduate students reflects on a study-abroad
experience in light of Smith’s suggestion that we view teaching and learning not as a set of
“methods” but as a “home” place.
This volume of the journal has taken a bit longer to put in your hands, and for that I
apologize. It might never have happened save for the efforts of my peerless co-editor, Michael
Pasquale, and our dedicated founding editor, Michael Lessard-Clouston. I am very grateful to
both of them, as well as to all the readers and reviewers involved this past year. We look forward
to receiving submissions from you in the year to come. Read and enjoy—and please pass on this
free and open-access resource to other faith-engaged professionals. Through your efforts,
perhaps we will even “go viral.” •
Bradley Baurain (bbaurain@gmail.com) is an Associate Professor of TESOL at
Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School in Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A. He
is the author of On Waiting Well: Moving from Endurance to Enjoyment When
You’re Waiting on God (Moody Publishers, 2020) and articles in ELT Journal, the
Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, TESL-EJ, and TESOL Journal. For
more information, check out his site at https://moody.academia.edu/BradleyBaurain.
Baurain (2020) Editorial: TESOL in the Time of COVID-19
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Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-cultural Engagement
David Catterick
Briercrest College and Seminary
Caronport, Saskatchewan, Canada
Abstract
This article seeks to add a faith-based perspective to existing intercultural communication
theory. It explores the relationship between the theoretical construct of national culture
commonly used by scholars in the field of intercultural communication and a construct
that the author terms Kingdom culture. The article introduces Kingdom culture and
explores the way it relates to national culture before suggesting that it serves as an
effective plumb line by which national cultures including one’s own can be measured.
The article concludes with a worked example from a cultural context common in English
language teaching in order to demonstrate the expanded spectrum of choices available to
Christian English language teachers (CELTs) as a result of Kingdom culture. It is hoped
that this article will provide CELTs a broader and deeper theoretical understanding with
which to engage in the cultural incidents so common in the field of ELT.
Key words: culture, intercultural communication, English language teaching, national
culture, Kingdom culture, critical incidents

Introduction
I was sitting in the living room of my apartment on the Chinese university campus where
I was teaching thinking that it was probably about time to head to bed. Suddenly, I heard a loud
knock on the front door. I was surprised as it was almost 10:00 pm and most visitors to my
apartment tended to leave by nine o’clock. I opened the door and saw two male students standing
in the dim porch light, one an older student I immediately recognized from one of my classes and
the other I didn’t. The one I didn’t recognize immediately introduced himself as Zhang Wei1, a
friend of my student. Apologizing for the lateness of the visit, he asked if they might come in. As
we walked into the living room, I noticed that the student from my class, Li Jun, was holding
something flat wrapped in layers of newspaper. Zhang Wei told me that Li Jun was very worried
about failing his final exam for my class later that week. I wasn’t too surprised to hear that Li Jun
felt nervous about passing the class because he hadn’t completed his homework all semester and
had received the lowest grade in the mid-term. When I visited the dorms in the evenings, I would
typically find him playing cards while most of the other students from his class were studying.
1

Student names have been changed.
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Zhang Wei proceeded to tell me that Li Jun had brought a gift for me as a thank you for being his
teacher that semester. As Li Jun carefully removed the layers of newspaper, Zhang Wei went on
to explain that the object was a Tang dynasty bronze mirror that had been in Li Jun’s family for
centuries. As Li Jun stood up to bring the treasure to me, I realized I had very little time to
formulate my response . . .
I am sure that many Christian English language teachers (CELTs) around the world know
a Zhang Wei or a Li Jun and some may even be able to share stories of similar cultural
challenges. We therefore need to consider the best course of action in the Bronze Mirror
Incident. One route, of course, would be for me to acknowledge the value and beauty of the
bronze mirror but find a way to carefully and sensitively express to Li Jun that the cultural norms
of my home culture do not allow me as a teacher to accept a gift of such value or, indeed, a gift
of any value before final grades are submitted. A second route would be for me to accept the
bronze mirror recognizing that gift giving is common in the host culture and, at least in this case,
is used to elicit from the recipient a commitment to a certain course of action. In accepting the
gift, I would be participating in an established cultural practice that would oblige me to give Li
Jun at least a passing mark in the final exam even if he performs poorly. Although these two
routes would lead to very different outcomes, they are similar in one respect. They both invoke
cultural norms, in the first the norms of the home culture, and in the second the norms of the host
culture. But perhaps there is a third route, one that refers neither to home culture nor to host
culture.
In this article I will suggest that just as there are national cultures with their various codes
and values, so there is another culture that perhaps for obvious reasons has been ignored in the
intercultural communication literature. I call this Kingdom culture and in this article I hope to
explain what Kingdom culture is and demonstrate its role as a true point of reference, a plumb
line (Amos 7:7-8) by which all cultural values and practices can be evaluated. I will end the
article by showing how Kingdom culture creates a third route, one that can assist CELTs in
situations like the Bronze Mirror Incident. I will begin, however, by exploring what we
understand about culture including the five key characteristics of culture before examining
Kingdom culture’s relationship with national culture.

Catterick (2020) Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-cultural Engagement
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Considering Culture
Culture is all around us. CELTs see it in the social roles of the male and female students
in their classes, in the non-verbal gestures their learners use each day, in cultural artefacts such as
the art and architecture of the nation they live in, in food and celebrations, and even in attitudes
to time. The sheer breadth of what comes under the banner of culture means that a standard or
widely accepted definition of culture has never actually been agreed upon. A study by the
American anthropologists Kroeber and Kluckhohn in the 1950s revealed no fewer than 164
definitions of culture (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952) and ongoing cultural research which has
been led in recent decades by scholars in the fields of Business Management and Cross-cultural
Psychology rather than by the anthropologists in the early post-war decades has given rise to
even more definitions. One of the pioneers of cross-cultural psychology, Harry Triandis, points
out that the different backgrounds of scholars in the field of intercultural communication has led
to each scholar seeing culture from a different perspective. As a result, culture is seen by some
scholars as a complex system of reinforcements, to others shared behaviors and shared cognitive
systems or maps, while to yet others culture is shared symbolic systems or shared memories,
(Triandis, 1996, p. 408). In the midst of such a broad spectrum of definitions and perspectives, I
have chosen Triandis’ own rather generic definition as the working definition of culture for this
article:
Culture consists of shared elements of subjective culture and behavioral patterns found
among those who speak a particular language dialect, in a particular geographic region,
during a specific historic period. (Triandis, 1994, cited in Triandis, 1996, p. 408)
There are few professions in which culture can be considered as important as language
teaching not least because “language learning implies and embraces culture learning” (Damen,
1987, p. 4). Language teachers are therefore often encouraged to think of culture as a “fifth
skill,” an extension of the four main skills of reading, writing, listening, and speaking (Damen,
1987, p. 4). There are actually multiple cultures in play in the language classroom including
home culture (the potentially shared cultures of the learners), host culture (the wider national
culture in which the instruction occurs), and target culture (the culture of the language being
taught). One of the key pedagogical approaches connected with home culture has been to provide
opportunities for learners to overcome their natural ethnocentric tendencies to critically engage
with their own culture and to move towards some degree of intercultural competence (Liddicoat,

Catterick (2020) Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-cultural Engagement
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2004). Much of the host culture research has taken place in the field of English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) focusing on the enculturation processes experienced by international student
sojourners (Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). Far more research
activity is connected with target culture with Peck (1988), for example, arguing that the approach
to target culture needs to help language learners “feel, touch, smell, and see the foreign peoples
and not just hear their language” by using posters, pictures, maps, and other realia that allow the
learners to develop “a mental image” of the target culture (p. 3).

Five Laws of Culture
While the understanding of culture and the research interest is rather broad, scholars do
broadly agree on the essential characteristics of culture. In my intercultural communication
teaching I present these as the five laws of culture and these laws are used here to point to the
fundamental differences between national culture and Kingdom culture.

The 1st Law of Culture: Culture is Situated
Culture is not abstract and can only be understood in the context of a specific
geographical space and a given period of time. Culture is bound by space and that space can
differ significantly in size corresponding to national borders, regional boundaries, ethnic lands,
etc. Culture is also temporally bound in the sense that it is connected to a specific time period
whether in the present, the historical past, or conceivably – at least in the case of science fiction –
in the future. The fact that culture is firmly situated in the confines of space-time should not be
surprising as humanity itself is similarly bound by space and time.

The 2nd Law of Culture: Culture is Learned
Culture is not genetic and is therefore not programmed at birth. Rather, culture is
inculcated and socially transmitted because, fundamentally, humans are social beings. While
some cultural learning is incidental, most cultural learning is planned though learning one’s own
culture does not typically occur in instructed settings. From a very early age a child is taught the
difference between behavior that is socially acceptable and behavior that is not, and as the child
grows, he or she learns to live by these learned behaviors. Statements such as “Look at me when
I’m talking to you!” serve as verbal reinforcers of behavior, in the case of this expression the
importance in predominantly low-context cultures of a child maintaining eye contact with the
Catterick (2020) Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-cultural Engagement
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parent or caregiver when communicating.

The 3rd Law of Culture: Culture is Shared
Cultural in-groups tend to have a strong sense of their own identity typically expressed in
the ways they perceive themselves to be different from other cultures. The comparison tends to
be normative rather than neutral in that the group member sees their own culture as a de facto
standard from which other cultures deviate. Cultures also come with their own codes of
belonging. Even when the code is politically well-defined, as with national cultures, there can
still be challenges to what constitutes the in-group. Membership of a national culture, for
example, is typically determined according to whether someone is a passport holder of that
country, but as CELTs working in the immigrant community can no doubt attest, even passportholders might be considered outsiders by some members of the in-group if they happen to be
recent immigrants or they have a relatively weak command of the national language.

The 4th Law of Culture: Culture is Expressed
Culture always finds expression. Culture is expressed in material ways as well as in more
abstract ones. Material expression can be seen in edifices whose design features resonate with a
nation’s cultural values, in monuments to the memory of cultural heroes, and in the clothes that
people wear and the rituals they engage in. Abstract expression is in the form of thought and
language. One example is the way that family relationships are expressed in different languages.
While a language such as English does not nuance an expression such as “my aunt,” in more
collectivist cultures that idea is represented by multiple terms each describing whether the aunt is
on the maternal or paternal side, her age, her marital status, and her place in the birth order. Even
grammatical forms such as pronouns can reveal cultural differences with people in more
collectivist cultures being more likely to use the pronoun “we” rather than “I,” a linguistic
feature known as “nosism” (Hamamura & Xu, 2015).

The 5th Law of Culture: Culture is Dynamic
Culture is not static but is a dynamic system changing over time. Culture changes from
generation to generation because when it is taught cross-generationally it is not passed down
perfectly and the generation it is passed to is likely to be living in a somewhat different context
because of developments in things such as transportation and technology. Cultural change also
Catterick (2020) Kingdom Culture as a Plumb Line in Cross-cultural Engagement

7

International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching, Volume 7 (2020)

happens when cultures come into contact with one another, something that is now more common
in our increasingly globalized and interdependent world. While contact can lead to a variety of
changes, one very noticeable one is that cultures are becoming increasingly similar as cultural
traits in more dominant cultures overwrite the traits of the less dominant ones through direct
means such as cultural hegemony or indirect ones such as what I like to call cultural
McDonaldization, defined as the process by which national cultures are becoming more uniform.

National Culture Examined
The most extensively used level of culture in intercultural communication research is
national culture. National culture can be thought of as the cultural characteristics common to the
citizens of a sovereign nation. In this sense, it is possible to refer to “Canadian culture,” “British
culture” or the culture of any of the roughly 195 countries that exist in the world today. While
national culture is the level of choice for intercultural research, the limitations of examining
culture at this macro level are not difficult to see. Comparing North Korea and Canada serves as
a good example; while North Korea’s population has for the past 50 years been one of the most
ethnically homogeneous in the world, Canada’s citizens now self-identify with more than 120
ethnicities. The 2016 government census indicates that seven and a half million people – almost
22% of the Canadian population – are foreign-born. The political entity known as Canada is
home to First Nations, Inuit, and Métis as well as to Chinese, Filipinos, and Indians (Statistics
Canada, 2016). Much like most other countries in the Western world, Canada demonstrates why
national culture, though convenient, may not be the best choice in cultural research because of
ethnic or even regional diversity. The argument that ethnic diversity makes the use of national
culture inappropriate has been strongly contested by scholars whose research is primarily at that
level (Minkov & Hofstede, 2012).
Some of the earliest research connected with national cultures was undertaken at a time
when anthropology still dominated the field of intercultural communication. Anthropologist
Edward T. Hall is considered one of the grandfathers of intercultural communication and his
(1959) book The Silent Language and his (1966) book The Hidden Dimension introduced the
now familiar concepts of proxemics (social distance) and chronemics (views of time) which in
turn encouraged further academic study in the then emerging field. Hall is perhaps most known
for the concept of high-context cultures and low-context cultures which he introduced a decade
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later in his book Beyond Culture (Hall, 1976). Low-context national cultures such as the United
States of America value direct communication and explicit messaging via the verbal channel in
order to minimize the risk of miscommunication. High-context cultures such as China are more
comfortable with indirect communication and implicit messaging accessing a broader range of
communication channels including gestures and the context in which the messaging happens.
Though Hall is credited with groundbreaking early research in the field of intercultural
communication, the most influential and enduring national culture research has centered around
the concept of cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 1980; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1993).
Cultural dimensions allow one national culture to be described in relation to others using specific
value constructs. For examples, a dimension such as Individualism that is common to both
Hofstede’s and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s work allows for a national culture to be
placed on a continuum that runs from Individualism to Collectivism/Communitarianism
revealing the extent to which members of the national culture live their lives focused on their
own needs and the needs of their immediate family or the needs and expectations of their
extended family. A summary may be found in Figure 1. below. The cultural dimensions research
uses self-reporting questionnaires administered to samples of the national populations (in the
case of both Hofstede and Hampden-Turner the subjects were business managers of major
multinational corporations) and their responses are used to situate the national culture along a
continuum with the place reported – at least in the Hofstede research – by a numerical index.
Figure 1. Two Sets of Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s 6-D Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede (1980), Hofstede et al. (2010)
(*Added after the original four cultural
dimensions)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Power Distance Index (PDI)
Individualism versus Collectivism
(IDV)
Masculinity versus Femininity (MAS)
Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI)
Long Term Orientation versus Short
Term Normative Orientation (LTO)*
Indulgence versus Restraint (IVR)*

Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner’s
7 Cultural Dimensions
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1993)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Universalism versus particularism
Individualism versus
communitarianism
Specific versus diffuse
Neutral versus emotional
Achievement versus ascription
Sequential time versus synchronous
time
Internal direction versus outer
direction
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The cultural dimensions research has proven to be a popular way of describing
differences in national culture but it is important to understand that the insights such research
provides serve only as a snapshot because, as we have already seen from the five laws, cultures
change over time. This change is best described in the work of the World Values Survey, the
largest international, time series investigation of human values ever undertaken and the
Inglehart-Welzel Cultural Map (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005, p. 64) which is based on that data.
When the five laws of culture are applied to national culture, it is easy to see how national
culture is subject to all five laws, as noted with a • in Figure 2. below.
Figure 2. National Culture and the Five Laws of Culture
Law
situated

•/•
•

learned

•

shared

•

expressed
dynamic

•
•

National culture
Description
National cultures are situated in time and space.
It is not possible to refer to a national culture without reference to
the time period.
The space boundary of a national culture is the country’s accepted
international borders though these can sometimes change and as a
political construct may seem quite arbitrary.
National culture is passed down from one generation to the next.
Cultural values are learned both informally and formally.
National culture is defined according to an in-group membership
determined primarily by citizenship.
National culture is expressed both materially and abstractly.
National culture changes over time as the nation undergoes changes
in living context.

One final aspect to consider is the interrelationship of national cultures. The purpose of
the cultural dimensions research is to compare rather than evaluate national cultures. The
research does not, for example, promote the idea that a national culture that is individualistic is
somehow superior to a culture that exhibits more collectivist tendencies. The belief that “the
meaning, perceptions, behaviors, beliefs, values, actions, and organization of a group of people
can be explained and understood only through that group’s cultural lens” (Deane, 2015, p. 176)
is popularly known as cultural relativism and is philosophically connected with a noninterventionist view of culture, the notion that one cultural group should not attempt to change
the values of another however well-intentioned such an intervention may be. Although this
concept now enjoys widespread social acceptance particularly in the Global North, there is
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evidence that at least some issues transcend the principle of non-interference. Canada’s recently
published Feminist International Assistance Policy is an international engagement strategy
whose goal is to “passionately defend the rights of women and girls so they can participate fully
in society” (Global Affairs Canada, 2017, p. ii). That the cultural values of one national culture
can be considered more civilized or enlightened than another’s seems to harken back to earlier,
colonialist views of culture and the practice raises significant questions about the authority that is
being invoked in such instances.

Introducing Kingdom Culture
Perhaps not surprisingly, Kingdom culture is far more difficult to define than national
culture. This is primarily due to the fact that unlike the specifically human aspects of national
culture, Kingdom culture has a fundamentally spiritual point of reference. Kingdom culture may
initially seem to be synonymous with the term Christian culture, but while there may seem to be
some similarities between the two, Christian culture refers to a co-culture (sub-group) whose
members have developed beliefs and/or behaviors that differ in marked ways from the wider,
national culture. Due to denominational distinctives in both theology and worship it is actually
perhaps more appropriate to use the term Christian culture in its plural form, acknowledging the
presence of multiple Christian cultures in any given national culture. In contrast, Kingdom
culture is fundamentally not a co-culture as it transcends not only the boundaries of individual
Christian communities such as churches or denominations but also the more macro level national
culture. Both the spiritual reference point and the fact that it transcends national culture means
that we need to turn to scripture and theological texts for further insights into the nature and
origins of Kingdom culture.
The idea of Kingdom (apart from its culture connection) has in fact received a great deal
of scholarly attention not just because of the prevalence of the word Kingdom in the gospels –
the Greek word for Kingdom basileia is used 126 times in the four gospels (Green, Brown, &
Perrin, 2013) – but because Jesus taught more about Kingdom than almost any other topic. In the
Gospel of Matthew alone, we learn that the Kingdom is God’s (Matthew 6:10), is coming
(Matthew 9:15), is near us (Matthew 4:17), has come upon us (Matthew 12:28), needs to be
entered (Matthew 19:9), is to be preached (Matthew 26:13), is designed to grow (Matthew
13:31), is not easy to comprehend (Matthew 13:11), and yet is simple enough for a child to
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understand (Matthew 18:2). Scripture therefore teaches that the Kingdom
does not depend for its existence on human activity; humans do not create, build,
construct, extend or render present the kingdom. The kingdom originates with God, it
draws its character from God, and it precedes any human response to it, even though its
presence invites (or demands) human response. (Green et al., 2013, p. 468)
Scripture also points to the fact that Kingdom can only be grasped by members of the in-group
because understanding the Kingdom in anything more than an abstract, academic sense requires
revelation from the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:14) and this revelation is given by God to those
whose spirits have been made alive through Christ (Ephesians 2:5; Colossians 1:13).
When we apply the five laws of culture to Kingdom culture, we also see that it is subject
to only one of the five laws, as evident in Figure 3. below.
Figure 3. Kingdom Culture and the Five Laws of Culture
Law
Situated

•/•
•

Learned

•

Shared

•

expressed

•

Dynamic

•

Kingdom culture
Description
Kingdom culture is not situated in time or space.
Kingdom culture is both “now and not yet” (Ladd, 1996).
Kingdom culture crosses the borders of national culture and exists
in spiritual realms (Ephesians 6:12).
Though Kingdom culture is taught (Deuteronomy 6:6-7; Psalm
78:1-7; Proverbs 22:6; 1 Timothy 4:13; 2 Timothy 2:2), the primary
transmission mode is revelation (Luke 10:21-22; Romans 8:9;
Romans 8:26-27).
Kingdom culture is shared in the sense that there is an in-group
membership determined by rebirth (Colossians 1:13).
Kingdom culture transcends national culture (Philippians 3:20).
However, scripture cautions believers not to assume that they
themselves can identify those who are members of the in-group (2
Timothy 2:19).
Kingdom culture is not expressed materially. There are no edifices
or monuments that represent Kingdom culture (though Christian
culture can be represented in this way). Kingdom culture is
expressed abstractly but in specific ways, evidenced by the agency
of the Holy Spirit in the world (Luke 11:20) and in-group member
behavior (1 John 3:18), and in language via the preaching of the
gospel (Matthew 24:14).
Kingdom culture is not dynamic and does not change over time
(though Christian culture changes). Kingdom culture is invariable.
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That Kingdom culture so clearly does not follow the five laws outlined earlier should not
be surprising. The laws are the key characteristics of cultures and, as we have seen, cultures are
human both in origin and perpetuation. Kingdom culture’s origins are spiritual in that it has been
given by God to humanity rather than originating within humanity. Kingdom culture represents
the way God intended for all humans to live regardless of when they live, their geographical
location, their citizenship, etc. (Ephesians 1:9-10). Kingdom culture transcends national culture,
coexisting rather than displacing or replacing it.

Kingdom Culture’s Relationship to National Culture
Before we explore the relationship between national culture and Kingdom culture in more
detail, it would be helpful to consider a Christian perspective on national culture. The Lausanne
Movement’s origins can be traced back to July, 1974 when evangelist Billy Graham led a
meeting of 2,700 participants from over 150 nations in Lausanne, Switzerland for “ten days of
discussion, fellowship, worship and prayer. To this day the goal of the Lausanne Movement
remains to connect church leaders and people of influence with the vision of “the whole church
taking the whole gospel to the whole world” (Wright, 2011, p. 8). The Lausanne Covenant was
published immediately following the inaugural meeting and as the blurb on the back cover of
The Lausanne Covenant: Complete Text and Study Guide points out, it is now “widely regarded
as one of the most significant documents in modern church history” (Stott, 2012). The Covenant
eloquently sets out an evangelical Christian position of the relationship between national cultures
while at the same time pointing to what I term Kingdom culture:
Because men and women are God’s creatures, some of their culture is rich in beauty and
goodness. Because they are fallen, all of it is tainted with sin and some of it is demonic.
The gospel does not presuppose the superiority of any culture to another, but evaluates all
cultures according to its own criteria of truth and righteousness, and insists on moral
absolutes in every culture. (Stott, 2012, p. 43)
The Covenant effectively overwrote the colonial-era view of culture in which culture was
considered to be synonymous with civilization and cultural engagement, a fundamentally
civilizing process. This earlier view of culture was influenced by the views of Social Darwinism
and encouraged the evaluation of national cultures by the normative cultural standards of mostly
Western Europe. The change to a non-hierarchical view of national culture laid out in the
Lausanne Covenant was therefore in many ways groundbreaking. However, while the Covenant
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may seem to take a non-evaluative stance when it comes to national culture, it does not actually
dispense with the idea of evaluation. The fact that the Covenant “insists on moral absolutes in
every culture” shows that while it denies any moral authority for evaluating one national culture
by the standards of another, it nevertheless fully embraces the right to invoke a higher, moral
authority which it terms “gospel” (Stott, 2012, p. 43). That the term gospel is synonymous with
the term Kingdom culture is evident in the Gospel of Matthew where the two terms are
juxtaposed in Jesus’ command that “this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole
world as a testimony to all nations” (Matthew 24:14, NIV). Earlier in the same gospel, Jesus
suggests that those who have experienced the new birth have been given the authority to invoke
Kingdom culture: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven”
(Matthew 16:19, NIV).
Plumb Line Image

Applying Kingdom Culture
In his book The Lausanne Covenant: An Exposition and Commentary, Stott (1975)
reconfirms the case for using Kingdom culture (the gospel) as a plumb line for national culture
because it is “God’s moral law” and is “absolute and invariable.” He gives examples of the sort
of things in a national culture that Kingdom culture would identify as being out of plumb,
including “any idolatry which denies the uniqueness of God, any merit-system which denies the
need of grace, and any oppression which denies the dignity of man” (para. 93). Stott and the
other Covenant authors seem to see the role of the Church much as Geddert recently describes it:
•
•
•

to live under God’s kingly rule and to proclaim the good news that in Jesus, God’s
kingly rule has invaded this world
to be a signpost and a foretaste of the ever-present reign of God that Jesus promised
would one day come in fullness
to live by kingdom priorities in the midst of worldly empires
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•

to be a transforming influence for God’s justice and peace in this still fallen world,
until Jesus comes to make all things new. (Geddert, 2019, p. 20)

These are rather lofty ideals so it might be difficult to imagine what invoking Kingdom
culture looks like in a practical sense. To do so, we need to recognize that the language
classroom is a shared cultural space, a Petri dish of interacting cultures and that CELTs who
teach abroad are immersed in a host culture that at times contrasts sharply with the values of
their home culture. As we have seen, the traditional intercultural literature promotes a
descriptive, non-evaluative stance, one that encourages the sojourner to observe any cultural
challenge through the lens of a cultural dimension. One approach to making a cultural idea
practical involves the use of critical incidents. At its most basic, a critical incident is a “vividly
remembered event which is unplanned and unanticipated” (Brookfield, 1990, p. 84, in Farrell,
2008, p. 3) and there is a long tradition of using critical incidents in cultural awareness training
dating back to the 1960s (Brislin & Yoshida, 1994). A cultural critical incident is therefore an
unanticipated event which reveals a variance in the way people from different cultural
backgrounds might perceive or interpret the event. The following critical incident is one that I
have adapted from an event in one of my EAP classes in the 1990s. The description and
interpretation parts of the critical incident are both used here to demonstrate the way Kingdom
culture theory translates into practice.

Critical Incident Description
Ji-hoon is an Asian student studying at a US university and attending English support
classes at the university’s Language Center. During the coffee breaks, Ji-hoon takes out a large
sketch pad containing the stunning sketches and watercolors he is working on. The teacher
commends him on his art skills and naturally assumes he is a student in the Art department of the
university. The teacher is therefore surprised when she learns a few weeks later that Ji-hoon is an
undergraduate student in the university’s Accountancy program. During one of the coffee breaks,
she asks him if he enjoys working with numbers and his face immediately betrays his lack of
enthusiasm. When the teacher asks him why he is studying Accountancy rather than Art, she
suspects that she already knows the answer. Ji-hoon tells her that under pressure from
grandparents, aunts and uncles, his parents forbade him from studying Art and indicated that they
wanted him to study Accountancy or Engineering instead. Although Ji-hoon tells her he has
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always enjoyed art he confirmed that he decided to unquestionably follow the wishes of his
extended family.

Critical Incident Interpretation
The cultural dimensions research referred to earlier may account for some of Ji-hoon’s
decision making. In national cultures that tend to be more collectivist, the desires of the
individual are subservient to the will of the parents and the extended family. The reason for the
family’s desire for Ji-hoon to study Accountancy or Engineering may also be explained by this
dimension because the role of the child in collectivist cultures is to take care of the parents in
their old age and greater wealth would make the parents’ lives in the future more comfortable.
Their rejection of his wish to study Art may indicate their doubt that it would lead to a lucrative
profession but it might also be explained by the Inglehart-Welzel Cultural Map which shows that
some national cultures tend more to Survival Values than Self-Expression Values.
Of course, neither the description phase of the critical incident nor the interpretation
phase provides guidance for the teacher in how she should respond to Ji-hoon but the
intercultural literature suggests two possible responses. The first route is for the teacher to
acknowledge an understanding of Ji-hoon’s home culture and praise him for his self-sacrifice in
choosing to honor the wishes of his extended family (though if Ji-hoon is from a Confucian
Heritage Culture then his action would be expected rather than praised). A second route would
be for the teacher to acknowledge the values of the US host culture and suggest to Ji-hoon that
the behavior of his parents is controlling and that he should rethink his decision to follow his
extended family’s wishes. The two routes are, of course, not mutually exclusive in the sense that
the teacher might incorporate elements of both routes into her response to Ji-hoon. What is clear
from the intercultural literature, though, is that no matter which route the teacher takes her stance
must be descriptive rather than evaluative and that critiquing Ji-hoon’s decision with reference to
the norms of her own individualistic host culture is not an option.
In practical terms, Kingdom culture allows the teacher to take an evaluative stance in
what may be thought of as a third route. Here, the teacher might tell Ji-hoon that in the Bible,
God commands His children to honor their father and mother and promises that it will go well
with them if they do (Ephesians 6:2-3). However, the Bible also indicates that those who want to
follow Jesus need to – at least by comparison – “hate” their father and mother and other
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members of their family (Luke 14:25-27) knowing that “Anyone who loves their father or
mother more than me is not worthy of me” (Matthew 10:37a, NIV). The evaluative stance taken
here is not a critique of Ji-hoon’s home culture any more than it is a critique of the host culture.
It is based instead on the Kingdom culture concept that God’s claim on a life is higher than a
parent’s claim. I am not suggesting that the third route would somehow be the correct one to take
in this critical incident because a builder only occasionally uses a plumb line in home
construction and, as I often say to my trainees, it is important that people speak from God as they
are moved by the Holy Spirit (2 Peter 1:21). Nor am I suggesting that invoking Kingdom culture
is only appropriate when speaking with believers. Quite the contrary, in fact. Even assuming that
Ji-hoon is not a believer, at the very least invoking Kingdom culture elevates it to a level above
both home and host culture and may even provide an opportunity for Ji-hoon to ask more about
the culture he is not (yet) an insider of.
The Bronze Mirror Incident described and interpreted at the very beginning of this article
now serves as a brief second example. In choosing not to accept the bronze mirror, I could
reference Kingdom culture by explaining to Li Jun and his friend that my identity as a Christ
follower transcends my cultural identity as a foreign teacher from Britain. I could explain to
them both that the characteristics of God’s Kingdom revealed in the Bible are ones such as love
and truth and that while I want my love for my students to always be evidenced by my actions in
ways they themselves can clearly see, God also calls me to be a truthteller. I could explain that
Kingdom culture therefore does not allow me to give to the university authorities anything other
than a truthful accounting of a student’s performance because the authorities must always know
that I stand with Truth. Thus in this situation I could not accept his generous gift.

Conclusion
The purpose of this article has been to show the contribution that an understanding of
Kingdom culture can make to the life and work of CELTs. Kingdom culture is valuable as a
cultural plumb line, an immutable and enduring standard which God invites all of humanity to
live by. It therefore serves as a unique and powerful evaluative resource removing any danger in
cultural critical incidents that CELTs might represent the cultural values of their home culture as
a standard they expect others to live by. More needs to be written on the principles governing the
decision to apply Kingdom culture and the modus operandi of applying it. Such considerations
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might include being a diligent student of scripture (2 Timothy 2:15), being practiced in listening
to the voice of the Holy Spirit (John 10:27), and inviting the Holy Spirit to check our heart
(Psalm 139:23) to ensure that the motivation to invoke Kingdom culture is sourced in love rather
than – for example – frustration as we navigate the W-curve of cultural adjustment (Gullahorn &
Gullahorn, 1963). However, these are things for a subsequent article. My final hope is that this
article has succeeded in demonstrating that intercultural communication is significantly broader
than the secular scholarly texts suggest and that Kingdom culture is a valuable resource for
CELTs in the variety of cultural contexts in which they find themselves.
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Abstract
We live during challenging times, in a divisive world. English language students,
teachers, and teacher educators long for positive input and useful perspectives.
Ephesians 4:29 tells us to use language to build others up. Accordingly, this
article aims to help English language students, teachers, and teacher trainers to
take a positive approach to their activities. Following an introduction, it first
introduces appreciative inquiry (AI), an approach to change that offers positive
assumptions and affirmative questions. Second, it describes three case studies that
used AI in ESL/EFL teaching and teacher education. Third, it concludes with a
discussion of potential AI connections for taking a positive approach to teaching
and teacher training, and offers additional resources so readers may locate further
ways to implement aspects of AI in their work in English language teaching.
Key words: appreciative inquiry, case studies, English language teaching, ESL, EFL,
positive questions, teacher education, TESOL
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is
helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those
who listen. (Ephesians 4:29, NIV)

Introduction
In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, caused by the coronavirus, we must admit that
we live during challenging and unprecedented times of constant change. In the U.S., and
throughout the world, we are also facing difficult days addressing police brutality and systemic
racism requiring action, change, and reconciliation that necessitate hard work that can only be
accomplished by God’s grace and in His mercy. As Christian English teachers and teacher
trainers, we are often known for what we are against, rather than what we are for. In Ephesians
4:29 Christians are encouraged to avoid “unwholesome talk” and instead to use our language to
bless others, only speaking what builds up other people who listen. This does not mean we
cannot correct ourselves or others, but the principle is simply that what we say and what we talk
about should ideally benefit others in our classes and work, according to their needs.
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English language teachers know the power of positive words and questions for us and our
students, yet in teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) the focus is often on
deficiencies or problems. In English language teaching (ELT) and applied linguistics, Christians
need tools for thinking about difficulties in ways that can help us view problematic issues,
institutions, and even students or colleagues in a new light. One such tool is an approach to
change entitled appreciative inquiry, which proponents suggest is particularly valuable in
contexts and systems that may be overwhelmed by constant change. Appreciative inquiry (AI) is
commonly used to help identify and implement change in organizations, but it has also begun to
be implemented in addressing issues in English language teaching and applied linguistics. This
article introduces background on AI, highlights three AI case studies related to ELT and English
as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) teacher education, and suggests some connections for
teachers and teacher educators to consider in taking a positive approach to their English language
instruction and teacher training.

A Primer on Appreciative Inquiry
To understand appreciative inquiry for potential use of aspects of it in teaching ESL/EFL
and/or in teacher education courses, it is important to grasp its eight assumptions, its positive
focus and 4-D cycle, and eight principles of AI, all of which are introduced briefly here.
Hammond (2013) outlines eight assumptions of AI which undergird its philosophy. First,
in every situation, something works. In essence, each group, organization, and society, despite its
challenges or dysfunctions, provides something positive, or it likely would not continue to exist.
Second, “what we focus on becomes our reality” (p. 14). If we are looking for mistakes or
problems in students’ English speaking or writing, then that is what we will see and will become
our focus. Yet if we are looking for what is good, or the true, noble, right, pure, lovely,
admirable, excellent and praiseworthy noted in Philippians 4:8, then that is what we will discern
and focus on. Third, reality is created in the moment, yet there are multiple realities. And in any
situation, each person is limited in their experience of reality, largely based on their experience.
Fourth, “the act of asking questions . . . influences the group in some way” (p. 14). As Whitney
and Trosten-Bloom (2010) state, “At the heart of Appreciative Inquiry is the ‘art of the question’
– the ability to craft unconditionally positive questions and to interview . . . people with
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questions of . . . relevance and vitality” (pp. 11-12). Such questions help us think about realities
in new and different ways, and teachers know that good questions assist student learning.
Fifth, Hammond (2013) states that “people have more confidence and comfort to journey
to the future (the unknown) when they carry forward parts of the past (the known)” (p. 15).
Change may be the only constant, yet if people can take something known and familiar with
them as they adjust to new realities, they will do so more easily and with greater confidence. If
English language learners (ELLs) can build on knowledge they have, then they will ideally grow
in confidence and comfort as they expand their English knowledge and proficiency. Sixth, “if we
carry parts of the past forward, they should be what is best about the past” (Hammond, 2013, p.
15). In English language teaching, teachers often brainstorm to discern what students already
know about a topic, and then help them bring useful knowledge (e.g., grammar, vocabulary,
content, etc.) to a new topic, structure, and so on. It is wise to build on what is useful from past
experience in language learning and teaching, as well as other endeavours. Seventh, “it is
important to value differences” (p. 15), which requires that students and teachers alike are aware
not only of similarities, but also of differences that can and should be appreciated and
recognized. Synonyms are wonderful, for example, yet in English each has its own nuances, and
it is beneficial to distinguish them and to know how to use each one in appropriate contexts.
Eighth, and finally, “the language we use creates our reality” (Hammond, 2013, p. 15). This final
assumption recognizes the power of language to be used positively or negatively, to bless or to
curse (Lessard-Clouston, 2017). As Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2010) declare, “Words matter
– they not only make a difference, they literally bring things to life, creating the world as we
know it” (p. 53). English language teachers aim to help their students use English to
communicate and to create the realities that will make a difference in their contexts.
Building on these assumptions, appreciative inquiry’s emphasis is not on a problemsolving focus, which usually first identifies a felt need or problem, analyzes possible causes for
it, considers potential solutions, and then plans some type of action or treatment in order to
address the need or problem. In contrast, an appreciative inquiry approach usually 1) appreciates
and values the best that exists (what already is), 2) envisions what could be (imagining the
future), 3) dialogues about what should be (innovating), and 4) creates what will be, destiny
(Hammond, 2013, p. 18). This is known as the 4-D cycle, outlined visually in Figure 1.
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The 4-D cycle of AI requires a positive focus (not shown in Figure 1., but often placed at
the centre of it), and begins with a particular agenda for change or a topic of specific interest.1
Then from the top down, clockwise, one starts with discovering what gives life and appreciating
the best of what exists in a situation. Next AI moves on to dreaming of what could be or what
opportunities exist for the future, also known as imagining, before turning to designing what
should be, one’s ideal, through innovating, followed lastly by deploying, sometimes labelled
destiny, what one will do, or delivery (see Figure 1). As a cycle, one starts with determining the
issue to focus on, and then will move through the 4-D discovering, dreaming, designing, and
deploying phases, before adjusting and perhaps revisiting the topic or agenda for change and
then going through the 4-D cycle once more at a later time. The cycle ends with participants
deploying the strategies that they have determined to work best in action.
Figure 1. The Appreciative Inquiry 4-D Cycle
(adapted from Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 6)

Discover
Appreciating

Deploy

Dream

Delivering

Imagining

Design
Innovating

Imagine, for example, that your strategic focus is on improving assessment in a course. In
the discovery phase you would consider all the positive aspects of assessment for you and your
students, identifying common factors (e.g., providing feedback on what students do well, tips for
where they can improve, etc.). In the dream phase you would invest time thinking about and
imagining creative ways to improve your assessment, perhaps asking questions about the people
1

As a result, some AI authors, such as Hammond (2013), refer to a fifth “D” for defining the topic or the
agenda for change, and therefore call it a “5-D cycle” (p. 26).
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involved, how to use your resources, including technology and classroom space, and how you
will use your new assessment. You would ideally create a vision for an assessment that you
would want for your course and that students could enjoy. With that vision, next in the design
phase you would consider what the new assessment should involve and how specifically to go
about it, creating a model, identifying specific questions and tasks and how to evaluate them, and
getting input of other instructors or former students, and perhaps piloting the new trial
assessment. Finally, in the deploy phase you will deliver the assessment by using it with students,
and gauge its effectiveness. If it works as you hoped, you would work to sustain its use, or if
tweaks are needed you might revisit your original focus and go through the 4-D cycle again. Yet
using the assumptions noted earlier throughout this cycle enables you to start with a positive
focus, what works, asking questions that help improve upon things while noting important
differences for your new assessment, and finally using the tools and language that create the
reality you desire in your new assessment, whether it be computer-based or an app, etc.
Finally, Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2010) also discuss eight principles of AI, five of
which I believe are especially important for issues in English language teaching and TESOL
teacher education. First is the constructionist principle, that “Reality . . . is socially created
through language and conversations” (p. 52). As “words create worlds” (p. 52), teachers and
teacher educators can dialogue so that “broad social agreement [is] created among people
through communication” (p. 53). Second is the simultaneity principle, as “The moment we ask a
question, we begin to create a change” when we elicit affirmative possibilities to work with
(Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 52). Third is the poetic principle: “What we choose to
study makes a difference. It describes – even creates – the world as we know it” (p. 52). This
principle lends itself well to academic contexts, for the focus is on study and learning, and when
we do so with others we open ourselves up to opportunities for productive collaboration. Fourth
is the anticipatory principle: “The more positive and hopeful the images of the future are, the
more positive the present-day action will be,” which argues that “human systems move in the
direction of the images of the future” (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 52). Fifth, and finally
here, is the positive principle, that “momentum is best generated through positive questions that
amplify the positive core,” noting that momentum for positive change requires “large amounts of
positive affect and social bonding” (p. 52). As Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2010) declare,
“Positive questions bring out the best in people, inspire positive action, and create possibilities
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for positive futures” (p. 64).2 Several ESL/EFL and TESOL case studies illustrate this important
point about affirmative questions.

Case Studies: Using AI in ESL/EFL Teaching and ESL Teacher Education
Three published articles provide case studies which offer glimpses into appreciative
inquiry in ESL, EFL, and ESL teacher education. They are each briefly summarized here.

Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006): Workplace and ESL Classroom Environments
The authors of this article quote a Massachusetts school superintendent who realized that
“focusing on what was not working” and using a problem-solving focus in education can often
have “a negative effect on school climate and student achievement” (p. 41). Drawing upon
Cooperrider and Srivastva’s (1987) influential chapter, Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006)
observed that AI “marks a shift in organizational thinking by focusing on the positives and aims
to enhance successes” (p. 41). Their article then reports on two exploratory studies in Honolulu,
Hawai’i. First, in a workplace environment, Bentkowski carried out “participant observatory
action research” at a Payless Shoesource store in Waikiki among five workers – a manager, three
supervisors, and one new employee (p. 42). At least twice for each of two weeks, he asked
participants to answer five open-ended AI questions, reproduced in Figure 2. below, and
described the results. In short, based on answers to an AI survey at work, “participants had a
positive disposition toward AI” (p. 43), and he concluded that these employees’ “motivation and
performance” may “have had some kind of meaningful correlation to the sales increase” during
the two weeks of the study (Bentkowski & Yamaga, 2006, p. 44).
Before turning to their second exploratory study, consider the questions in Figure 2. and
how they might serve as models for other affirmative, open-ended questions that ESL/EFL
teachers or TESOL teacher educators might use with students, as possible discussion questions
or even potential writing prompts. How might we pose positive questions that “bring out the best

2

The additional three principles are: 6) the wholeness principle, bringing all stakeholders together, 7) the
enactment principle, to create the change one wants to see, and 8) the free-choice principle, that
stakeholders have the “freedom to choose how and what they contribute” (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom,
2010, p. 52). Murphey, Onoda, and Kobayashi (2014) chose to focus on the five principles I have outlined
for their study, and I have also emphasized the first five principles in some more depth because I believe
they are most relevant to the present discussion.
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Figure 2. Five Open-ended Appreciative Inquiry Questions
(Source: Bentkowski & Yamaga, 2006, Appendix B, p. 48.)
1. What good experiences or interactions have you had at work today?
2. What has helped you improve your interactions with customers, team members
or supervisor?
3. How have you maintained your wonderful, positive attitude at work today?
4. What are two goals that you feel good about accomplishing today?
5. What positive things have happened to you recently outside of work?
in people, inspire positive action, and create possibilities for positive futures” (Whitney &
Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 64) in our classrooms and courses?
Second, at an English language school Yamaga completed “a cross-sectional survey of
one ESL class” involving “13 intermediate-level students” from Japan (7), Korea (3), Taiwan
(2), and Thailand (1) (Bentkowski & Yamaga, 2006, p. 44). Questionnaires with three AI or
problem-focused questions plus two self-report proficiency questions, reproduced in Figure 3.
below, were randomly distributed to participants.
Figure 3. Language Learning Questionnaires #1 and #2
(Adapted from Bentkowski & Yamaga, 2006, Appendices C & D, pp. 49-50.)
LLQ #1 (AI)
1. What are some good experiences you
had while speaking English?
2. What has helped you improve your
English the most?
3. What classroom exercises have helped
you improve your English?
4. Do you think you are a good English
speaker? Why/Why not?
5. Please give yourself an English speaking score:
(poor speaker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 good speaker)

LLQ #2 (Problem-focused)
1. Have you had any bad experiences
while speaking in English?
2. What are some difficult things about
learning English?
3. What classroom exercises have been
the most difficult?
4. Do you think you are a good English
speaker? Why/Why not?
5. Please give yourself an English speaking score:
(poor speaker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 good speaker)

Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006) noted that “students who were asked the Appreciative
Inquiry questions rated their English-speaking ability 25% higher than the students who took the
problem-focused questionnaire” (p. 45). Based on this survey, the authors concluded that
“students’ positive attitudes toward their ESL studies can be nurtured and encouraged to grow”
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(p. 45). In their discussion, Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006) observed that “Appreciative Inquiry
put students in the mode of learning positively and brings excitement and anticipation into
lessons” (p. 45).
While an exploratory study with just 13 participants is not conclusive, as Bentkowski and
Yamaga (2006) concede, it might nonetheless help other teachers and teacher trainers consider
how we approach issues with students in our teaching. Are our questions in class or online for
discussions, writing prompts, and so on, more reflective of what is positive, present, and possible
(as in LLQ #1, to the left in Figure 3. above) or of what is difficult and negative (as in LLQ #2,
on the right in Figure 3.)? The distinction between questions one to three in the Figure 3. is clear,
with the appreciative inquiry questions emphasizing the positive, while the problem-focused
questions highlight the negative. Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006) reported that in the discover
and dream phases from AI, students remembering the AI questions “were able to remember and
celebrate some good experiences which hopefully may motivate them to help other students
because of their own growing confidence” (p. 45). Drawing on this experience with an ESL
class, Bentkowski and Yamaga (2006) suggested that “using Appreciative Inquiry inside the
classroom helps students to refocus on their positive language successes and helps teachers build
up their students according to their students’ needs” (p. 45).

Murphey, Onoda, and Kobayashi (2014): Using AI Questions with EFL Students
At a university in Tokyo, Japan, Murphey, Onoda, and Kobayashi (2014) offered three
“qualitative studies of how asking our students and colleagues positive questions might effect
[sic] them and provoke learning” (p. 101). First, in university EFL classes, teachers used “Have
you realized yet what a wonderful person you are?” as a speed dictation and then asked pairs to
discuss this question and report back on their interaction to the class, followed by asking others
the question outside of class and then reporting back on their findings in the next class (p. 102).
Contrary to her expectations, Onoda reported that in one class of 16 students, seven answered
“yes” to the question and nine students replied “no,” giving various personal reasons for their
responses (p. 103). Murphey reported on several examples of students’ write-ups in their action
logs, where they described asking the question to others outside of class. Most people replied,
“no.” In essence, the authors found that “a simple question with brief answers spurred deeper
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inquiry and understanding and most probably spread more positivity” in students’ networks (pp.
104-105). They also detected “the opening up of expansive learning” in their classes (p. 105).
Second, over several years “a group of teacher-researchers in the Tokyo area” asked
students at the beginning of the spring semester to describe ideal classmates that they “could
learn English well with,” and what they would “do to help each other learn better and more
enjoyably” (p. 105). Responses “included showing care and respect toward other classmates,
sharing common goals to improve English, being patient and accepting of” others’ abilities and
mistakes, and working together to finish homework (p. 105). Kobayashi asked his class of 20
first-year Japanese undergraduate EFL students to “describe a group of classmates that you
could learn English well with. What would you all do to help each other learn better and more
enjoyably?” (p. 106, original emphasis). Students’ responses were typed up and given to them to
read. After small group discussion of an ideal classmate, students wrote short essays on their
learning from this experience. Students “all acknowledged the importance of working together,”
and “two thirds emphasized their desire to work with classmates who are either more proficient
or equally proficient in English” (p. 107). Murphey, Onoda, and Kobayashi (2014) believe that
such “reciprocal idealizing potentiates positive adaptations by shifting questions about others to
questions about [students] themselves” (p. 108). In short, the authors suggest that AI questions
help “students change themselves in order to change their world” (p. 108).
Third, at the beginning of the academic year, 196 full-time faculty at a university in Japan
were emailed a question similar to the one in the first inquiry: “How might other co-workers help
you to have a great day and a meaningful life? What would you see them do or say?” (p. 108,
original emphasis). While only a dozen (5 Japanese, 7 foreign) faculty responded, “they gave
interesting comments and displayed desires to form better communities recognizing that friendly
and helpful co-workers” help make their lives better (p. 109). One respondent, for example,
wrote, “Sharing ideas, articles, links with each other is nice and makes you feel an accepted part
of a community” (p. 109, original emphasis). Murphey, Onoda, and Kobayashi (2014) suggested
from these responses that we need to discover ways faculty perceive what is working well. They
concluded by indicating that their AI learning is not yet complete, but that these three brief
studies reflect collaboration and expansive learning started through AI (p. 110).
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He (2013): Using AI in TESOL Teacher Education
In a graduate ESL teacher education course at a university in the U.S., He (2013) applied
the 4-D cycle of appreciative inquiry to complete a study on 21 participants’ development of
cultural competence while they prepared to work teaching culturally and linguistically diverse
students. In the course, the Discover phase included assignments and reflections on the student
teachers’ cultures, through an autobiography and class discussions, and their students’ cultures,
through readings and class discussions. The Dream phase required completing a cultural patterns
questionnaire, readings, discussions, and reflections, while the Design one examined issues and
strategies in and for cross-cultural communication (both verbal and non-verbal). The Deliver (or
deploy) stage involved conducting visits and interviews, plus a description-interpretationevaluation analysis and reflection (p. 59). Pre- and post-quantitative data were collected using a
Cultural Competence Scale measure, while qualitative data were collected using the teacher
candidates’ reports, reflections, and weekly blog entries (p. 60). All but four participants’ scores
indicated an increase on the Cultural Competence Scale (p. 62), and qualitative reflections
addressed prior learning experiences (Discover), their visions for ESL teaching (Dream),
reflections on communication with ESL students and their parents (Design), and
recommendations for other ESL teachers (Deliver) (pp. 63-66). He (2013) observed, “After
completing the project, all teacher candidates recognized their learning and growth over the
course of the semester and some were ‘surprised at how much more comfortable I have become
in cross-cultural communication in such a short amount of time’ (LA, blog entry)” (p. 62).
He’s (2013) discussion includes examples from specific participants of how the 4-D cycle
contributed to the TESOL teacher candidates’ growth and learning. She concluded that the
study’s findings “demonstrate teachers’ enhanced cultural competencies” and “illustrate their
development as teachers” (p. 55). In terms of AI, He (2013) stated: “Instead of focusing on the
problems and challenges teachers face when working with ELLs, the AI model allowed teacher
candidates to uncover the strengths and assets ELLs and their families bring, and envision how
ELLs and their families could be more engaged in the teaching and learning process” (p. 67). In
her conclusion, He (2013) described “AI as a reflective process that guides teacher candidates’
self-questioning and interactions with ELLs and parents” (p. 68).
The first two articles summarized here reflect the use of AI principles and positive
questions in ESL and EFL teaching contexts, while the third one describes using the AI 4-D
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cycle in an ESL teacher education course. All three articles outlined in this section offer
examples of how ESL/EFL teachers and a TESOL educator used aspects of AI to help their
students and classes to think positively about their English language learning and teaching. Each
of these publications, and the various case studies they describe, indicates that it is possible for
ESL/EFL teachers and TESOL educators to shift from the dominant problem-solving stance in
education to an appreciative inquiry one that focuses on the positives, helping both learners and
teachers largely through affirmative questions and other AI assumptions and principles discussed
earlier in this article.

Additional Sources on AI in ELT
Some additional noteworthy AI sources provide further perspectives on ESL/EFL
learning and teaching and TESOL teacher education. Korczynski (2012) offers a theoretical
perspective on performance in second language acquisition by connecting “theories and practices
of language acquisition with social constructionism,” using an emphasis on social interaction (p.
55). Also, Jones (2013) “outlines an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) project taught in English for
students studying economics and business administration at a private university in western
Japan” (p. 89). Jones (2013) succinctly outlines the 4-D cycle in his content-based EFL classes
(pp. 90-91), and includes an Appendix of the affirmative interview questions he used (p. 93).
Finally, Sedhai (2012) provides a short book on using AI in ELT in Nepal.
Although beyond the scope of the present article, three short reports reflect additional
ways that AI has been used to impact ESL/EFL teachers and programs. Hoekje and Lahai (2015)
report on how they used AI to carry out organizational change and staff development in an
intensive English program (IEP) in Pennsylvania. Similarly, Paredes and Smart-Smith (2016)
discuss how they used AI to help reimagine the program evaluation of their IEP in Virginia.
Lastly, Ward (2015) used AI to better understand why ESL teachers in New Zealand teach.

Potential AI Connections for ESL/EFL Teachers and Teacher Educators
Appreciative Inquiry has been used successfully in education, including Christian
education (e.g., English, Fenwick, & Parsons, 2003), to change students and teachers’ focus of
attention from negative problems to positive successes. For higher education, Cockell and
McArthur-Blair’s (2012) book is a valuable resource, and in particular I recommend chapter 11
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on teaching and learning. It discusses AI as a teaching and learning framework, with insights on
good teaching and examples related to using AI to help students discover their inner strengths (p.
197), learn to believe in themselves (p. 203), and for teachers to create an appreciative classroom
climate (p. 207). Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012) end that chapter with brief reflections on
appreciative feedback and strengths-based teaching and learning.
As He (2013) and Jones (2013) did with their students and courses, ESL/EFL teachers
and TESOL teacher educators can create semester AI projects, by introducing AI to their
students/classes, identifying a target issue (affirmative topic choice), and adapting or developing
a protocol to focus on it for each phase of the 4-D cycle central to appreciative inquiry. Results
can be shared at each step of the process, and/or in capstone presentations on students’ projects.
Central to such work are relevant, affirmative questions that focus attention on positives and
successes, and as a result help students and teachers benefit from collaboration.
Drawing upon aspects of AI, teachers and teacher educators can use affirmative questions
to encourage positive student and teacher attitudes towards learning, to help increase ESL/EFL
students’ motivation, and to create a more inviting classroom atmosphere (Blok, 2015). In short,
both useful affirmative questions and the 4-D cycle can help focus students and teachers on what
they are doing right, and what is working well, as the case studies introduced earlier reveal.
Imagine the positive impact if more ESL/EFL teachers and TESOL teacher educators considered
focusing on affirmative language and language learning and teaching successes in our work!

Conclusion
This article has introduced aspects of appreciative inquiry and summarized ways that they
have been implemented in ESL, EFL, and TESOL teacher education courses in Japan and the
United States with positive results. It also pointed readers to sources discussed here for further
information on AI, and to additional publications that address other contexts in Japan, Nepal,
New Zealand, and the United States. Further resources online for exploring AI more generally
are listed in the Appendix. In these challenging days, ESL/EFL and TESOL students and
teachers long for positive input and ways to experience success in their learning and teaching. AI
offers a positive approach using affirmative questions for challenges we face to help build up our
students according to their needs, so that our teaching and their learning benefit them. “Gracious
words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.” (Proverbs 16:24, NIV)
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Appendix
Further Resources for Exploring Appreciative Inquiry
A Short Guide to the Appreciative Inquiry Model and Process
https://cvdl.ben.edu/blog/what-is-appreciative-inquiry/
AI Commons https://appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/
AI Practitioner - the International Journal of Appreciative Inquiry https://aipractitioner.com/
Appreciative Inquiry: Using Appreciative Inquiry to Make Change Happen (by Roger Rowett,
Public Service Management Wales)
http://www.assetbasedconsulting.co.uk/uploads/publications/PSMW%20Sowing%20See
ds%20AI.pdf
Fowler Center for Business as an Agent of World Benefit AI Resources
https://weatherhead.case.edu/centers/fowler/business/appreciative-inquiry
Positivity Strategist Appreciative Inquiry Resources
https://positivitystrategist.com/appreciative-inquiry-resources/
How to Teach Appreciative Inquiry to Your Students
https://www.schoolrubric.com/how-to-teach-appreciative-inquiry-to-your-students/
The Center for Appreciative Inquiry https://www.centerforappreciativeinquiry.net/
Watch “A 4 Minute Introduction to Appreciative Inquiry” online at
https://www.thinbook.com/appreciative-inquiry
What is Appreciative Inquiry? https://www.davidcooperrider.com/ai-process/
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Reviews
Exploring Doctrine: A Theological English Curriculum
Will Bankston and Cheri Pierson. Langham Global Library, 2018.
Reviewed by Jan Dormer, Messiah University
Exploring Doctrine: A Theological English Curriculum meets a need in the emerging
field of theological English materials. As a short, focused text written for intermediate-level
English learners, it will be a welcome resource in programs where more extensive theological
English texts for more advanced English learners would prove challenging to use. Authors
Bankston and Pierson frame the goal of the text as bridging “the gap between intermediate
English and theological English by providing an overview of evangelical Christian doctrine that
couples language instruction with theological education” (back cover). The book achieves these
two main purposes well. The introduction to Christian doctrine covers five doctrines essential to
understanding the Christian faith: the Trinity, Christology, revelation and Scripture, soteriology
(salvation), and creation. These concepts are not only made accessible to English learners who
have not yet reached advanced proficiency, but utilized to further develop reading and writing
skills, alongside increased understanding of selected English structures and theological
vocabulary.
The brevity of this book intrigued me from the beginning. It is not often that one
encounters short texts with the words “doctrine” or “theology” in the title! I wondered if I would
find a sort of “theology for dummies” approach. I was very pleased to discover that this was not
the case! Authentic, original sources and use of accurate theological terms result in a text that is
accessible to English learners, but not overly simplified in content. I checked the readability
levels of reading passages at the beginning, middle and end of the book, and found it to be
written at around a grade 7-8 level. This is an appropriate readability level for high intermediate
English learners reading complex content. This balance of English accessibility and authenticity
of content is difficult to achieve, and is one of the very best features of the book. Another strong
selling point is the authors’ value and promotion of students’ native languages. In each chapter,
English learners are led to read Bible passages both in English and in their native languages. In
the hands of a skilled teacher, this feature could expand to include the sharing of different shades
of meaning and cultural applications from translations in different languages, for rich classroom

International Journal of Christianity and English Language Teaching, Volume 7 (2020)

discussion.
The book is clear and straightforward in presentation. Following a very short introduction
and a two-page scope and sequence outlining themes, reading skills, vocabulary and grammar
focuses, five chapters comprise the bulk of the book. Each chapter focuses on one of the
Christian doctrines. Chapters are organized in a similar, though not identical, fashion, balancing
the value of predictable structure with the need for gearing readings and activities to the
theological and language development undertaken in each chapter.
Each chapter utilizes a broad range of readings, including scriptures read in both English
and students’ native languages, readings from well-known theologians and apologists, and
passages written or summarized by the authors themselves. Texts are not encumbered with an
over-abundance of citations and references, which can make reading difficult for intermediatelevel learners, but rather utilize footnotes to provide source information. Pre- and post-reading
tasks throughout each chapter help students develop reading and writing skills, hone in on
specific grammatical structures, and learn new vocabulary. Grammatical structures covered
include relative clauses, conditionals, comparisons, complements, discourse connectors,
infinitives and gerunds. Specific reading skills taught and practiced include identifying main
points and supporting details, intensive and extensive reading strategies, and skimming and
scanning. Though writing is not emphasized as much as grammar, reading and vocabulary
development, students do gain practice in synthesizing, rephrasing and paraphrasing ideas
through writing tasks.
Each chapter concludes with a word analysis activity. These all use the same graphic
organizer, eliciting a synonym, an antonym, a definition, and an example sentence. The
consistency of this vocabulary study in each chapter would help students to develop a solid
strategy for learning new words. Though the text does not claim to develop speaking skills,
activities in which students share thoughts with a partner or small group, or engage in
“communicative practice,” are included in every chapter. In addition, a final “conclusion” at the
end of the five chapters leads students to prepare an oral presentation on one of the doctrines.
Two helpful resources are found at the back of the book: a full answer key, and a short
vocabulary list of key theological words introduced in each chapter.
There are many additional attractive qualities of this text, such as:
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•

Authentic and contextualized examples of grammatical structures. The structures of focus
in each chapter are those occurring naturally in the selected readings, and prominent in
theological writing. For example, comparatives are taught within the context of
comparing Christ’s divine nature and his human nature.

•

Abundance of note-taking templates and organizers. These organizers help learners to
understand structural features of the English language, develop specific reading and
writing skills, and learn the theological content.

•

Diversity in graphic organizers. Students learn multiple ways to graphically organize
concepts and information.

•

Variety in exercise types. Students develop understanding of grammar structures and
vocabulary through diverse types of activities, which include both individual and group
tasks.

•

An emphasis on the development of critical thinking throughout the text. Sections
discussing “orthodoxy” and “heresies,” for example, are especially helpful in fostering
the kind of critical thought necessary not only for understanding theology, but also for
applying concepts within diverse cultures and contexts.

•

Inclusion of small group and pair communicative activities. Though not claiming to
develop oral English skills, these features make the text very attractive for classroom use.
A skilled teacher could utilize these activities to develop oral skills.

•

The presentation activity in the conclusion. This would be ideal for an end of semester
assessment.

Though many student texts require a companion teacher’s book for full effectiveness, this
text can work well on its own. Instructions are clear and easy to follow, providing sufficient
direction for both teacher and students. Still, a skilled teacher will find many opportunities to
extend learning beyond the pages of the text. For example, throughout the text there are activities
requiring summarizing, note-taking and paraphrasing. These activities could provide good
opportunities for additional skill-development in writing. In short, the novice teacher will find
the text easy to use and follow as is, and the more experienced teacher will find that it also
presents many possibilities for branching off into other areas of learning.
I have been privileged to use and/or review three theological English student texts, and felt
that the following chart comparing basic features of these three might may be helpful for readers.
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Language
Level

Theological
positioning

Exploring Doctrine:
A Theological
English Curriculum,
2019
Will Bankston and
Cheri Pierson
Langham Global
Library

Intermediate

“Evangelical
Christian
doctrine”

Theological English:
An Advanced ESL
Text for Students of
Theology, 2018.
Pierce Taylor Hibbs
with Megan Reiley.
P&R Publishing

Advanced

“Reformed
tradition”

Exploring
Theological English
Reading, Vocabulary,
and Grammar for
ESL/EFL, 2010.
Cheri Pierson, Lonna
J. Dickerson,
Florence R. Scott.
Piquant.

Highintermediate

“evangelical
view of
Christianity”

Length
and use of
text
134 pp.
Short,
paperback;
suitable for
a onesemester
theological
English
course
376 pp.;
large hardcover;
suitable for
a year-long
theological
English
course
398 pp.;
paperback;
suitable for
a year-long
theological
English
course

Type of
English dev.
focus
Focus on
specific
grammatical
structures,
theological
vocabulary,
and reading
skills

Resources
No
teachers’
guide; full
answer key
in back

Development
of all four
skills: reading,
writing,
speaking and
listening

No
teacher’s
guide; full
answer key
in back

Focused on
developing
reading skill;
vocabulary and
structure focus
result in
increased
reading
comprehension

Teacher’s
Guide with
teaching
suggestions
and answer
key

While thumbing through Exploring Doctrine: A Theological English Curriculum, I
recalled my years teaching in seminary English programs in Indonesia, Brazil and Kenya. This
text would have met the need we had in those programs for intermediate-level, theologicallyfocused materials, and made me want to return to seminary English teaching to try it out! As a
short, simple, yet rich text, I have no doubt that Bankston and Pierson’s work will find a home in
many seminary courses for English language development.
Jan Dormer (jan.dormer@gmail.com) is Associate Professor of TESOL in the Graduate
Program in Education at Messiah University in Pennsylvania. She has taught English in
seminary contexts in Indonesia, Brazil, and Kenya. She is co-author of Teaching English for
Reconciliation (2018), and author of What School Leaders need to Know about English Learners
(2016) and Teaching English in Missions (2011).
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On Christian Teaching: Practicing Faith in the Classroom
David I. Smith. Eerdmans, 2018.
Reviewed by Bradley Baurain, Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School, Chicago
What does it mean to teach as a Christian or in a Christian way? David I. Smith of Calvin
University ambitiously aims to answer this question in his recent book, On Christian Teaching:
Practicing Faith in the Classroom. In large measure, he succeeds.
Chapter 1 provides an overview of the book’s key purposes. It argues that there is a
significant lack of Christian conversation about pedagogy. We’re willing to talk about subject
area content, or worldview, or character formation, or communication skills, but somehow the
everyday nitty-gritty of actual teaching is neglected. This book aims to address that gap as well
as to reimagine teaching not as a set of “methods” but rather as a “home”-like place in which
teachers and students dwell together. (Please see a reflective essay, entitled “A Home for
Pedagogy,” on just such an educational experience by one of my graduate students, Kelsey Betz,
immediately following this book review. Betz relates her experience to Smith’s book.)
Chapters 2-3 are the ones about which my novice teacher-students most consistently want
to talk and write. Chapter 2 intensively narrates and explicates the first nine minutes of the first
session of a college German 2 course taught by the author. This is presented as a kind of model
of how to keep our professional focus on the realm of the concrete and practical, and of how
deeply a teacher’s seemingly ordinary pedagogical choices can matter. The narrated activity is a
typical “getting to know one another” activity, but upon Smith’s analysis it emerges as packed
with faith-based purpose and intentionality in areas including language acquisition, management
of classroom space and time, the promotion of certain types of reflection and participation,
cognitive load, learner identity and motivation, classroom atmosphere, and the future learning
trajectory of the class. This narrative unpacking leads in Chapter 3 to an analytical unpacking of
a larger claim about the ecosystem of teaching: “More than one thing is happening when we
teach and it all happens at once, and although we have focal learning goals, faith frames our
approach” (p. 27). These two chapters do an excellent job of setting up the rest of the book.
Chapters 4-5 go on to consider larger pedagogical patterns. Specifically, Smith’s
intention in Chapter 4 is to foster “dissatisfaction with existing patterns of teaching” and then in
Chapter 5 to guide “attempts to design something better in their place” (p. 41). The frame of
reference is the overall Christian life, in which sound doctrine must be accompanied by right
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conduct. Our faith means there is a moral order and shared imagination about how things ought
to be, and these are opposed to the values and ways of life we find in the world around us. As a
Christian language teacher, the author thus found himself in tension:
I taught in a curriculum framed by the goods of successful economic competition,
the flourishing of the consumer self, and the primacy of the pragmatic, even as my
own sense of self and calling was tethered to the Christian themes of love of God
and neighbor. (p. 52)
Exploring how faith might shape actual teaching practices, he works his way toward four
priorities: (1) Seeing students as humans made in God’s image. (2) Telling stories. (3) Acting as
if language and learning have moral significance. (4) Giving attentiveness to both students and
content. In his discussions and examples, Smith revisits stories and themes familiar from his
previous writings (see https://onchristianteaching.com/), but this does not come off as repetitive.
Rather, he circles back to these anecdotes and metaphors as parables, which can offer different
lessons from different angles without changing their essential character or meaning.
Chapter 6 goes on to introduce a three-step framework, which Chapters 7-9 then flesh
out. The framework is intended to help Christian teachers become more intentional and biblical
about living out their faith in the classroom. It is also essentially the framework behind the What
If Learning (http://www.whatiflearning.com/) and Teach Fastly (https://teachfastly.com/) website
projects. Chapter 7 begins with the first step of “seeing anew,” which engages the imagination
and storytelling, explained as “witnessing in our words and actions to an underlying story about
the way things should be” (p. 81). Chapter 8 continues with the second step of “choosing
engagement,” or promoting student involvement in learning. Chapter 9 then discusses the third
step of “reshaping practice,” which encompasses classroom space, time, teacher language, and
material resources.
Chapter 10 asks if teaching practices can or must be distinctively Christian. The answer
depends on what stories they are used to advance:
The goal is not to find some technique that Christians can copyright. The goal is
to shape a set of practices that are as consistent as we can manage with the story
of all things made new as the kingdoms of this world become the kingdom of our
God and of his Christ. (p. 130)
Spiritual disciplines and community are also important dimensions of this answer.
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The final Chapter 11 explores the state of Christian scholarship on teaching, confirms that
actual pedagogy is seldom addressed, and discusses why. In a scholarly article, this sort of
literature-review-to-establish-a-gap would have come earlier, yet in this book it packs more
punch by being placed at the end. Readers had been convinced of the need for truly “Christian
teaching” in Chapter 1, based on their own personal and professional experience. Then a better
vision was cast—in ever more complex, inspiring, and challenging strata—in the body of the
book. To end with the need or gap writ large, in the profession as a whole, reorients us in the real
world and powerfully reminds us that the classroom choices we make have eternal impacts.
Is this Smith’s best book on teaching? No. That distinction belongs to Teaching and
Christian Imagination (Smith & Felch, 2016). But On Christian Teaching is the one I assign to
my students. It’s more digestible, perhaps more relatable, and it doesn’t hurt that each chapter
ends with a handful of questions “For Reflection and Discussion” as well as a “Journal” writing
prompt. On Christian Teaching is overall an excellent book, one I can eagerly recommend to any
Christian teacher.
Reference
Smith, D. I., & Felch, S. M. (2016). Teaching and Christian imagination. Eerdmans.
Bradley Baurain (Bradley.Baurain@moody.edu) is Associate Professor of TESOL at Moody
Theological Seminary and Graduate School in Chicago and co-editor of the International Journal
of Christianity and English Language Teaching. He has taught for nearly 30 years in the United
States, Canada, China, and Vietnam. He also writes for Moody's Today in the Word and recently
published a devotional book entitled On Waiting Well: Moving from Endurance to Enjoyment
When You’re Waiting on God (Moody Publishers, 2020).

A Home for Pedagogy
by Kelsey Betz
David Smith begins his book On Christian Teaching by informing readers about a
medieval method of education. Smith (2018) explains:
Before more centrally organized colleges won the day in the fifteenth century, the basic
options for students coming to study at the university were to rent private
accommodations or to become a part of a communal student house. Such a house was
both a part of the university structure and a distinct place of learning. A master of the arts
would oversee it and provide academic teaching while also being responsible for food,
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furniture, and the shared rules and routines of the community in exchange for a weekly
fee. (p. 11)
Their communal houses were referred to as paedagogium, meaning “a place of pedagogy.”
Economic and educational shifts over the following centuries and decades changed ideas about
pedagogy. As Smith (2018) remarks, “After the seventeenth century, a pedagogy would become
a method, a systematic set of steps to follow. The image of the paedagogium hints that a
pedagogy might rather be a house, a home, a shared dwelling space” (pp. 11-12). Smith is not
calling for a return to medieval methods of learning but wishes to challenge our cultural
assumption that teaching involves using a toolbox of practices to hammer information into
students’ brains. What if, instead, we viewed the responsibility of the teacher as creating “a
home in which teachers and students can live together for a while, and shape the patterns of life
together within which we will grow” (Smith, 2018, p. 12)? Although pedagogical homes can
take various forms based on the values they uphold and the practices they cultivate, Smith’s
description reminds me of a pedagogical home I inhabited. Since Smith emphasizes real-world
application instead of verbose treatment of educational theory, I will describe this paedagogium
and how it formed my view of education, community, and Christian fellowship.
On January 3, 2016, I embarked on a study abroad adventure in Israel with thirty-two
other students from the Chicago and Spokane campuses of Moody Bible Institute. Though I had
shared interactions with many of my travel companions during my time at Moody in classes,
small groups, and even at church, I knew them superficially at best. I would have been hardpressed to produce more than five of their names.
Although we began our trip as strangers, we quickly, out of necessity, began to learn
about each other. We were housed in a three story hostel called Beit Ben Yehuda (BBY) for the
duration of our three month stay. This venue became our classroom, meal hall, movie theater,
dance floor, sleeping quarters, gym, and conference center. We were responsible for preparing
meals, cleaning dishes, determining living arrangements, mediating roommate conflicts, and
welcoming new professors to our shared space every three to four weeks.
Each of our professors shaped our communal practices. They instituted frequent ice
cream excursions following class time; encouraged us to venture out in large and small groups,
never alone, to explore Jerusalem; and taught us about Shabbat, the Jewish sabbath, and the
blessings and customs of the messianic Jewish community. Since our focus was on one class at a
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time, we met with our professor for four hours in the morning, then ate lunch and were free to do
as we pleased for the rest of the day. Our classmates were our housemates, so we collaborated on
papers we wrote, gleaned wisdom from our professors over lunch, and studied over breakfast.
On Dr. Michael Vanlaningham’s first day with our group, he fought the drowsiness of jet
lag and ventured into BBY’s kitchen. He found Lindsey, Sami, and I making lemonade for a
homesick classmate and announced, “Girls. Ice cream. Now!” He bought us ice cream from a
local shop and asked questions about our group, trying to gauge whether we were a cohesive
whole or a conglomeration of clichés. Smith (2018) writes, “A pedagogy can include or exclude,
can be hospitable or inhospitable, can energize or deaden” (p. 12). Dr. V’s kindness and genuine
concern galvanized our own efforts to care for all of the members of our group.
Our efforts echoed some of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s practices for the school at
Finkenwalde: “He required each student to go for a long walk at least once with each other
student during each session of classes in order to foster stronger relationships. There were social
games and communal walks” (Smith, 2018, p. 100). We cultivated communal disciplines during
our time in Israel. We met on Tuesdays and Thursdays to take turns sharing our testimonies, the
women met weekly to study God’s Word and pray, and the women chose to pair up with
someone new each week and take a walk. Our group played soccer, went on runs, took day trips,
and played games. Gossiping was not permitted, and on two occasions, individuals confronted
the group about complaining or disunifying speech and we confessed our communal sin and
prayed for unity. Smith (2018) writes of Bonhoeffer’s school: “The learning at Finkenwalde
came not only from the lectures, but also from intentional practices aimed at opening space for
self-examination and communal reconciliation” (p. 100). The shape of our living arrangements
left no room for unaddressed bitterness; we recognized that reconciliation was crucial if we were
to maintain harmony as the Body of Christ.
When Dr. Laurie Norris came during the last class session of our time in Israel, she
recognized an opportunity for communal learning. She taught Communication of Biblical Truth
in a three week format, allotting one week for instruction about writing sermons and two weeks
for preaching. Each of us preached two sermons, which meant that we listened to an average of
five classmates’ sermons during our class time each day. We wrote sermons during the rest of
the day, but took breaks from our own work to listen to friends practice their own messages and
to help them organize their ideas. Smith (2018) argues, “The choice available to us is not
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whether or not to communicate values beyond course content, but which ones to communicate”
(p. 31). Dr. Norris taught us how to preach sermons, but she also taught us to value each other’s
exhortations, to inconvenience ourselves for the sake of others, and to approach God’s Word
with gravity.
Smith (2018) writes, “A pedagogy offers a temporary space to live in together while
learning” (p. 12). BBY was a literal space where I lived with my classmates and professors while
we learned together. We formed a learning community where we developed academically,
relationally, emotionally, and spiritually. In the fall, most of us returned to the Chicago campus
for a new semester. The learning community we had established in Israel shifted when we no
longer met daily for the same classes or lived in the same space; however, we continued to learn
together, sharing insights we gained through our courses, reading each other’s papers, and
discussing issues we wrestled with. Even after graduating from Moody, these friends of mine call
and meet with each other whenever possible to study God’s Word together, share what we are
learning, and pray together. As a teacher, I recognize that it will be highly unlikely that I will get
to whisk my students away to spend three months in an intensive learning environment. But I
have seen how a classroom experience can feel like home, and I believe teachers can foster an
environment where students are inspired to take responsibility for their own and their classmates’
growth.
Reference
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